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(57) ABSTRACT

A method of calibrating a vehicle’s heading system, such as
the attitude heading and reference system of an aircraft or the
heading system of a ship, positioned along the Earth’s surface
involves obtaining both actual and theoretical readings for the
magnetometer of the heading system, and comparing these
values to obtain calibration values for the heading system
which are then averaged to obtain a universal average gain
and offset for the magnetometer. The vehicle may be reposi-
tioned, such as to North, South, East, and west magnetic
headings, with the procedure repeated at each of these head-
ings, and the calibration values averaged, further increasing
the accuracy.

13 Claims, 1 Drawing Sheet
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1
METHOD OF CALIBRATING A HEADING
REFERENCE SYSTEM

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to methods of calibrating
heading reference systems on vehicles, such as attitude head-
ing reference systems on aircraft or heading systems on ships,
in which the magnetometer in such systems is calibrated
using actual and theoretical readings at various magnetic
headings of the vehicle.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Typically, vehicles having a heading system, such as air-
craft having an attitude and heading reference system, or
AHRS, must be periodically calibrated to ensure a minimi-
zation of measurement errors due to such factors as hard iron
disturbances of the aircraft, or other vehicle, such as a ship,
having a heading system containing a magnetometer. Most
such prior art calibration methods require numerous reposi-
tioning of the vehicles, such as the aircraft, such as eight or
more different positions, to come up with an approximate
calibration number. None of the prior art methods known to
applicant utilize theoretical magnetic field properties of the
Earth, such as theoretical values for horizontal and vertical
intensity of the magnetic field at the location of the positioned
vehicle, such as the aircraft on the tarmac, for comparison
with actual magnetometer readings at such a position, thereby
increasing the complexity of the calibration procedure and,
potentially, affecting its accuracy. Examples of such prior art
methods are disclosed in U.S. Pat. Nos. 7,587,277, 8,061,
049;7,891,103; 7,146,740, and 6,860,023, none of which use
the theoretical magnetic components of the Earth’s magnetic
field, such as obtained from a web site, to calibrate the AHRS
heading. By utilizing the calibration method of the present
invention, this calibration procedure is significantly simpli-
fied and is an improvement over prior art methods.

SUMMARY OF PARTICULAR EMBODIMENTS
OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is a method for calibrating a heading
system installed in a vehicle, such as an aircratt AHRS or one
installed onboard a ship, and which employs a magnetometer,
by using the theoretical magnetic components of the Earth’s
magnetic field together with actual magnetometer readings,
to calibrate the heading system.

In carrying out the method of the present invention, actual
readings are obtained from the magnetometer at one or more
headings for the vehicle, such as preferably at four different
magnetic headings corresponding to North, South, East, and
West, and a set of theoretical magnetic field properties of the
Earth is also obtained at those locations, such as from a web
site containing this information. These theoretical values
comprise values for horizontal and vertical intensity of the
magnetic field at each of these locations for the vehicle. A
theoretical reading for the magnetometer at each of these
headings is computed and then compared against the actual
magnetometer readings at these same locations to obtain cali-
bration values for the heading system. These calibration val-
ues are then utilized, such as by averaging all of the calibra-
tion values obtained, to provide a universal average gain and
offset for the magnetometer, thus, universally calibrating the
heading system with respect to measurement errors. This
calibration method is preferably performed with the engine
and avionics of the aircraft running, or corresponding equip-
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2

ment on the vehicle running. If desired, these calibrations
values can be filtered through low pass filters to reduce any
effects of noise.

Although as noted above the presently preferred calibra-
tion method can be accomplished at a single position of the
vehicle, it has been found that the accuracy is preferably
enhanced by doing it at the four directional headings of the
compass; namely, North, South, East, and West.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagrammatic illustration of a process flow
diagram in accordance with the presently preferred method of
the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS
OF THE INVENTION

Initially referring to FIG. 1, a process flow diagram of the
presently preferred method of the present invention for cali-
brating a conventional vehicle heading system containing one
or more magnetometers is shown. As illustrated by way of
example in the process flow diagram of FIG. 1, and as will be
explained in greater detail hereinafter, the current vertical and
horizontal components of the Earth’s magnetic field for the
particular location of the vehicle, such as an aircraft or a ship,
are obtained. This is represented by block 10 in FIG. 1. The
vehicle is positioned or aligned to a known magnetic heading,
as represented by block 20 in FIG. 1. The alignment attitude
of the magnetometers is then determined, as represented by
block 30 in FIG. 1. The theoretical values of the magnetom-
eters is then calculated based on the vertical and horizontal
components of the Earth’s magnetic field, the vehicle heading
and attitude, as represented by block 40 in FIG. 1. The theo-
retical magnetometer values are then subtracted from the
actual measurements to obtain hard iron calibration values for
each magnetometer in the heading system, as represented by
block 50 in FIG. 1.

Typically, for example, in an attitude heading and reference
system, or AHRS, on board an aircraft, the magnetic heading
and pitch angle calibration of the AHRS is a very time con-
suming operation and is often limited to the geographic vicin-
ity of the airport where the calibration was performed. That is
notthe case with the presently preferred method of the present
invention which may be used, for example, with triaxial mag-
netometers aligned to the x, y, and z planes, or with two axis
magnetometer arrangements, In either instance, a set of theo-
retical magnetic field properties of the Earth, such as prefer-
ably the theoretical values for horizontal intensity and vertical
intensity of the magnetic field, at the location of the posi-
tioned vehicle is obtained. The information for these theoreti-
cal values may preferably be obtained from the web site
http:/www.ngdc.noaa.gov/geomagmodels/IGRFWMM.jsp.
For example, an aircraft whose conventional AHRS is being
calibrated, would preferably be positioned in a magnetically
clean and flat area heading magnetic North with its engines
and avionics running. Preferably the conventional magnetic
calibration page of the AHRS would be accessed and the
theoretical values obtained from the web site, including the
total field as well as the horizontal and vertical intensity,
would be entered on the magnetic calibration page and, for
example, North Reading would be selected. To improve accu-
racy, this procedure can preferably be repeated for each of the
other three normal magnetic headings, East, South, and West,
by first positioning the vehicle to each of these headings,
repeating the procedure, and selecting the corresponding
Reading for that heading.
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In this regard, it should be noted that the normal magne-
tometer readings without the presence of any hard iron effects
are defined by the following equations for each of the four
normal headings North, East, South and West:

(a) When Heading North:

[xMag yMag zMag|=[HI 0 VI]

cos  sinfsing
0 cosp

—sinf cosfsing cosfcosp

sinfcosp

—sing

= [HI cosf — VI sinf Hlsinfsing + VI cosfsinf
HI sinficosp + VI cosfcosg]

(a) When Heading East:
[xMag yMag zMag1=[0 HI VI]
cosf sinfsing sinfcosd
0 cosp —sing

—sinf cosfsing cosfcosp

= [-VIsinf Hlcosg + VI cosfsing
— HI sing + VI cosfcosg]

(a) When Heading South:
[xMag yMag Magl=[-HI 0 VI]
cosf  sinfsing sinfcosd
0 cos¢ —sing | =

—sinf cosfsing cosfcosp

[—HIcos® — VIsin@ — Hlsinfsing +
VI cosfsing — HI sinfsing + VI cosfcosg]

(a) When Heading West:

[xMag yMag zMag=[0 —HI VI]

cos  sinfsing
0 cosp

—sinf cosfsing cosfcosp

sinfcosp

—sing

=[-Visinf - Hlcosp + Vicosfsing
— HI sing + VI cosfcosg]

Where

HI Horizontal intensity of the local magnetic field;

VI Vertical intensity of the local magnetic field;

0 Aircraft pitch angle;

¢ Aircraft bank angle;

P Aircraft magnetic heading;

xMag=X, x-axis magnetometer reading;

yMag=Y, y-axis magnetometer reading;

zMag=7,, 7-axis magnetometer reading;

The deviation from the above values is referred to as the
hard iron offset of the unit being calibrated and, in accordance
with the presently preferred method, will be subtracted from
the magnetometer readings resulting in the following equa-
tion for the corrected heading:
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Y= tan’l(z)

Where:

X=X, cos 0+Y,, sin 0 sin ¢p+7,, sin 6 cos ¢
Ys=Y, cos ¢-Z, sin ¢

Z.=X, sin 0-Y;, cos ¢ sin ¢—Z; cos 0 cos ¢

Thus, summarizing the above presently preferred method
for calibrating a heading system installed in a vehicle, actual
readings are obtained from one or more magnetometers at one
ormore headings for the vehicle, such as preferably at the four
different magnetic headings corresponding to North, South,
East, and West, and a set of theoretical magnetic field prop-
erties of the Earth is also obtained at those same locations,
such as from a web site containing this information. These
theoretical values include values for the horizontal and verti-
cal intensity of the magnetic field at each of these locations for
the vehicle as well as the total field. A theoretical reading for
the magnetometer at each of these headings is computed and
then compared against the actual magnetometer readings at
these same locations to obtain calibration values for the head-
ing system. These calibration values are then utilized, such as
by averaging all of the calibration values obtained, to provide
a universal average gain and offset for the magnetometer,
thus, universally calibrating the heading system with respect
to measurement errors. This calibration method is preferably
performed with the engine and avionics of the aircraft run-
ning, or corresponding equipment on the vehicle running. If
desired, these calibration values can be filtered through low
pass filters to reduce any effects of noise.
Although the presently preferred calibration method can be
accomplished at a single position of the vehicle, it has been
found that the accuracy is preferably enhanced by doing it at
the four normal directional headings of the compass; namely,
North, South, East, and West.
What is claimed is:
1. A method for calibrating an aircraft attitude and refer-
ence heading system comprising at least one magnetometer,
the method comprising the steps of:
selectively positioning an aircraft on the ground along the
Earth’s surface;

obtaining an actual reading from the at least one magne-
tometer at a selected first magnetic heading for the posi-
tioned aircraft while the aircraft is stationary on the
ground;

obtaining a set of theoretical magnetic field properties of

the Earth at a location of the positioned aircraft, the
obtained theoretical magnetic field properties compris-
ing theoretical values for a horizontal intensity and a
vertical intensity of the magnetic field at the location of
the positioned aircraft;

computing a theoretical reading for the magnetometer at

the first magnetic heading of the positioned aircraft
based on at least the first magnetic heading, the associ-
ated attitude for the positioned aircraft, and the obtained
theoretical values for the magnetic field at the location of
the positioned aircraft;

comparing the obtained actual reading from the at least one

magnetometer for the positioned aircraft at the first mag-
netic heading with the obtained theoretical magnetom-
eter reading at the first magnetic heading for providing a
first calibration value for the heading system at the first
magnetic heading for the positioned aircraft;
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selectively positioning the aircraft so as to select at least a
second magnetic heading and repeating the obtaining,
computing, and comparing steps for the at least second
magnetic heading to provide at least a second calibration
value for the heading system;

utilizing the first and the at least one second provided
calibration values at the first and the at least one second
magnetic headings of the aircraft to calculate a universal
average gain and offset for the at least one magnetometer
based on averaging the first and the at least one second
calibration values; and

utilizing the universal average gain and offset to univer-
sally calibrate the heading system with respect to mea-
surement errors.

2. The heading system calibration method in accordance
with claim 1 wherein the aircraft is selectively positioned to at
least four different magnetic headings.

3. The method in accordance with claim 2 wherein the four
different selected magnetic headings for the aircraft comprise
the North, South, East, and West magnetic headings for the
aircraft during the calibration.

4. The method in accordance with claim 1 wherein the
magnetometer comprises a triaxial magnetometer.

5. The method in accordance with claim 1 wherein the step
of obtaining the set of theoretical magnetic field properties
further comprises the step of obtaining the set from an orga-
nization that provides access to geophysical data.

6. The method in accordance with claim 1 wherein the
aircraft has an associated engine and avionics, the calibration
method being performed with the aircraft engine and avionics
running.

7. The method in accordance with claim 1 wherein the
magnetometer comprises a triaxial magnetometer and the
equation for the aircraft magnetic heading is

Where:

Yo=yMag cos ¢p-zMag sin ¢

xg=xMag cos 8+yMag sin 0 sin ¢p+zMag sin 0 cos .

8. The method in accordance with claim 1 further compris-
ing:
utilizing at least one low pass filter to filter the calibration
values of the plurality of magnetic headings for the
positioned aircraft.
9. A method for calibrating a heading system for a vehicle
comprising at least one magnetometer, the method compris-
ing the steps of:
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selectively positioning the vehicle along the Earth’s sur-

face;
obtaining an actual reading from the at least one magne-
tometer at a selected first magnetic heading for the posi-
tioned vehicle while the vehicle is stationary on the
Earth’s surface;

obtaining a set of theoretical magnetic field properties of
the Earth at a location of the positioned vehicle, the
obtained theoretical magnetic field properties compris-
ing theoretical values for a horizontal intensity and a
vertical intensity of the magnetic field at the location of
the positioned vehicle;

computing a theoretical reading for the magnetometer at

the first magnetic heading of the positioned vehicle
based on at least the first magnetic heading, and the
obtained theoretical values for the magnetic field at the
location of the positioned vehicle;

comparing the obtained actual reading from the at least one

magnetometer for the positioned vehicle at the first mag-
netic heading with the obtained theoretical magnetom-
eter reading at the first magnetic heading for providing a
first calibration value for the heading system at the first
magnetic heading for the positioned vehicle;

selectively positioning the vehicle so as to select at least a

second magnetic heading and repeating the obtaining,
computing, and comparing steps for the at least second
magnetic heading to provide at least one second calibra-
tion value for the heading system;

utilizing the first and the at least one second provided

calibration values at the first and the at least one second
magnetic headings of the vehicle to calculate a universal
average gain and offset for the at least one magnetometer
based on averaging the plurality of the first and the at
least one second calibration values; and

utilizing the universal average gain and offset to univer-

sally calibrate the heading system with respect to mea-
surement errors.

10. The heading system calibration method in accordance
with claim 9 wherein the vehicle is a ship positioned in water
along the Earth’s surface.

11. The heading system calibration method in accordance
with claim 9 wherein the vehicle is selectively positioned to at
least four different magnetic headings.

12. The method in accordance with claim 9 wherein the
four different selected magnetic headings for the aircraft
comprise the North, South, East, and West magnetic headings
for the aircraft during the calibration.

13. The method in accordance with claim 9 further com-
prising:

utilizing at least one low pass filter to filter the calibration

values of the plurality of magnetic headings for the
positioned aircraft.
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